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[The following article by Lucien O. Chauvin is reprinted with the permission of Noticias Aliadas
in Lima, Peru. It first appeared in the June 26, 1997, edition of the weekly publication Latinamerica
Press.]
A Catholic bishop's central role in negotiations to release 70 soldiers who were held by left-wing
guerrillas may position the church to be a key player in future talks to end Colombia's decadeslong internal conflict. Acting quietly behind the scenes, Bishop Luis Augusto Castro Quiroga
initiated contact between President Ernesto Samper's administration and the Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC).
Political analysts in Colombia say Castro played a key role in the release of the soldiers June 15 in
Cartagena de Chaira and his participation throughout the nine-month crisis could eventually end
with the Colombian government and the rebels sitting down to talk about lasting peace. Castro's
first contact with the guerrillas came in December 1996, more than three months after the rebels
assaulted a military base in southern Colombia, taking 60 soldiers hostage. Ten more military
personnel were captured Jan. 17 in a clash between the guerrillas and the navy. "I became involved
in the first place because the soldiers were being held in my vicariate," Castro said. "I asked to visit
them. After a few weeks, I went to the indicated areas, but all I found were FARC members. They
told me that because of army maneuvers it was impossible to keep the soldiers together, so they had
moved them to other areas."
The bishop eventually was able to visit the soldiers. His initial reaction was not positive, however,
because neither the FARC nor the government seemed willing to budge to find a solution. "My
task was to look for a way to bring the two sides, the government and the guerrillas, together," he
said. "They were very far apart when I began in December. The guerrillas said there would be no
negotiation until the army pulled back, and the government said there would be no pullback until
the soldiers were released."
The guerrillas' main demand was that the army withdraw from a 13,000 sq km area roughly the size
of Jamaica in the department of Caqueta before the soldiers would be released. The government
eventually agreed to a 32-day withdrawal in May. Bishop builds on trust from both sides After the
initial meeting, Castro wrote to Samper offering to help mediate. Castro and delegates from the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) were the only outsiders to have contact with the
soldiers during the long ordeal.
Mauricio Garcoa, a Jesuit political scientist and expert on mediating between guerrillas and the
government, said Castro started the ball rolling toward a negotiated settlement. "I think his contact
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with the guerrillas helped the bishop begin the negotiations," said Garcoa. "He played a principal
role at the beginning, entering into a process full of risks by talking to both sides." The bishop said
he gained the rebels' trust early on, but it took time to convince the government to believe in him.
The military opposed ceding any territory to the FARC and has already sent 3,000 soldiers to retake
control of the zone.
The head of the armed forces, Gen. Harold Bedoya, called the liberation of the soldiers a "circus,"
and criticized Samper for referring to the soldiers as being "detained" instead of "kidnapped." In
an interview with the Bogota daily El Tiempo, Bedoya said, "To find peace, one must first defeat
the agents of violence." Bedoya was noticeably absent from a June 18 ceremony at the presidential
palace to honor the 70 soldiers.
During the ceremony, Samper said he took full responsibility for ordering the withdrawal of troops
from Caqueta. "The Colombian government's initial contribution is to open a space for peace
and reconciliation among all Colombians," Samper said, referring to the negotiations that led
to the soldiers' release. Rebel statement raises cautious optimism Castro said that while he was
mediating between the FARC and the government, he did not believe the hostage crisis would
result in expanded peace talks, but that feeling changed toward the end. He said the guerrillas'
communique the day the soldiers were released was very positive. "In the beginning I thought there
was no inclination to dialogue," Castro said. "The guerrillas said freeing the soldiers was not part of
an integral strategy to seek peace with the government. But we were surprised by the communique.
It said there are possibilities for negotiating."
Garcoa said that if peace talks are on the horizon, the church is in a perfect position to play a
mediating role. "The church can play an important role because of its contact with the guerrillas in
different parts of the country," Garcoa said. "It is the only institution that knows both sides." He
added, however, that because of the complexity of the conflict, the church should not handle the
negotiations alone. "The church should continue to participate, but I think international support is
necessary to reach a lasting peace," Garcoa said. He recommended a committee representing the
church, civil groups, international organizations such as the ICRC, and a UN peace mission like
those in El Salvador and Guatemala.
Castro said he would be willing to act as a mediator and suggested talks between the two sides could
begin in his area, which is plagued by violence involving the military, guerrillas, paramilitaries,
and drug traffickers. "Both sides have confidence in me," the bishop said. "There is a high level of
respect for the church, that we can help the two sides talk. The church has a vocation to work for
peace in the country." Castro said his region is under FARC control because of years of government
neglect. "The FARC has controlled this area for years," said Castro. "It is a region that has been
marginalized and forgotten by the government. Because of this neglect, the guerrillas have filled the
political vacuum and the drug traffickers have filled the economic vacuum."
Samper has named two advisers who have been given 60 days to study the viability of a peace plan
with the guerrillas and right-wing paramilitaries. But despite this move and the bishop's willingness
to work with both sides, peace talks may be impossible as Colombia begins a new election cycle that
will culminate with the inauguration of a new president in August 1998. And because of corruption
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charges that have tarnished Samper's administration since he took office in 1994, most analysts
believe the FARC, riding high since it scored a public relations victory with the soldiers' release,
might not be willing to sign a peace agreement with him.

-- End --
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